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Statement of 

Dr. James C. Fletcher 
Administrator 

NATIONAL AERONAUTICS AND SPACE ADMINISTRATION 

before the 

Committee on Aeronautical and Space Sciences 
United States Senate 

Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee: 

I appreciate the opportunity to appear here this morning 

for your review of the Skylab 1 Investigation Report and to 

comment briefly on our reactions to its findings and 

recommendations. 

I would like first to take this opportunity to compliment 

Mr. Lundin and the members of the Skylab 1 Investigation Board 

for the thoroughness and technical excellence of their in- 

vestigation and the timely completion of their task. 

Mr. Chairman, we all realize the failure that occurred 

during the launch phase of Skylab 1 should not have happened. 

However, it did happen--and the two questions NASA has to 

answer are (1) why did it happen? and (2) what can we do to 

prevent a similar situation from happening in the future? 

The Skylab 1 Investigation Board concluded that a failure 

of communications among engineering personnel in various 

disciplines was the basic cause of the design deficiencies which 

led to the l o s s  of the meteoroid shield and the subsequent 

damage to Skylab 1. As stated in my letter of July 19, I 

have accepted these findings. 
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In NASA we deal with extremely complex systems and 

have had, by all standards, an extremely high ratio of 

success to failure. Nevertheless, a few failures do occur 

and when they do we inevitably find that somewhere along 

the line ''we did not ask the right questions." We have 

formal management review procedures both written and oral 

which give our people in industry and government, at all 

levels, the opportunity to ask questions about our systems. 

In almost every instance those procedures, formal and informal, 

identify potential problems and there is then no question 

that they are resolved. Unfortunately, "almost" is not 

enough and in this instance we missed---not through negligence 

but through an oversight--and the right question was not 

asked. 

The second major question we must ask ourselves is what we 

can do to prevent this from happening in the future. It is not 

enough to say that the identical failure will not be permitted 

to happen again. We cannot dismiss the question because another 

Skylab orbital workshop of the same configuration will never be 

launched. We have to learn the full lesson of this failure for 

the conduct of all our large and complex projects, and see that 

everything possible is done to prevent the recurrence of a 

similar oversight. 

We have already taken steps toward this goal. We established 

an independent Investigation Board, have accepted the Board's 

report, and have directed all our program and project people 
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to examine their projects in light of the findings of the 

Board. We will follow up to see that changes in formal 

management systems are made when required. 

But even more important is the point made strongly by 

the Board that we should not place full reliance on formal 

management systems to detect anomolies, deficiencies and 

potential problems. I agree wholeheartedly with this finding. 

We have to do everything possible to ensure that we have the 

right people in the right places to continue to ask the right 

questions. This is a matter of leadership from the top. 

George Low and I intend to provide that leadership. 

Mr. Chairman, as I have said the failure of the meteoroid 

shield and the resulting loss of Solar Array System #2 should 

not have happened, but nevertheless it did. However, as we 

all know, the Skylab 1 and 2 missions as a whole--far from 

being a failure--have been a resounding success. 

The initial failure brought out the real worth of the 

NASA team. For ten days Skylab was in a state of crisis. It 

could have been a complete failure, but we were able to save 

it. For example, through an extensive and rapid concentration 

of efforts, we were able to come up with several sunshade 

devices to alleviate the temperature problem, one of which was 

successfully deployed by the Skylab 2 crew shortly after 

docking with Skylab, and another is scheduled to be deployed 

by the Skylab 3 crew tomorrow. With extremely simple tools-- 

pruning shears, rope and a collapsible tent pole, the Skylab 2 

crew were able to free and deploy the remaining solar panel, 
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giving enough power for normal operation. Finally, by the 

judicious use of a hammer, Pete Conrad was able to restore an 

important battery supply which had stopped working early in 

the mission. 

We were able to save Skylab because of the tremendous 

depth and breadth of the NASA team and the dedication and 

skills of the thousands of people on that team. There 

certainly isn't another country that could have reacted as we 

did. I doubt whether there is another team within this 

country that could have reacted in this manner. Our team could 

do it because of years of training, working hard on highly 

exacting projects, and working as a team to drive toward a 

technical objective. The performance of the team on the ground, 

and of course the magnificent performance, skill and courage 

of the astronauts, saved Skylab. I would hope that this is 

remembered as the real story of Skylab, not the failure which 

caused it to happen. 

In summary, Mr. Chairman, we had a failure which should 

not have happened. We had it thoroughly investigated and found 

that it was caused by an oversight resulting from a failure of 

communication. We are taking all the steps we know how to 

prevent a future failure due to similar causes in other programs. 

In the case of Skylab, without excusing the failure, we are 

proud of the response of the NASA and industry team to the 

situation created by the failure, a response which turned 

what would have been an aborted mission into the highly 

successful Skylab 2. 

Mr. Chairman, this completes my statement. 

# # # #  NASA-HQ 
. -~ - 


